Abstract. The effect of spot asymmetry on female mate choice was investigated in the Trinidadian guppy, Poecilia reticulata. Spot asymmetry arises because whole pattern elements are missing from one side or are located in a different position on either side. Pairs of males were selected that differed in melanic spot asymmetry. In other respects the pair of males were matched for body size, display rate and other aspects of colour pattern. Two experiments were carried out, one in which asymmetry was caused by missing spot elements, the other in which asymmetry was caused by misaligned spots. The latter experiment does not confound differences of pigment area with differences in asymmetry. In both cases females strongly preferred the symmetric male. This was not sensitivity to fluctuating asymmetry (small differences in the size of spot areas) but to asymmetry at the gross level of spot pattern.
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The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
Asymmetry in male ornaments has been hypothesized to be widely used in sexual selection (Møller & Pomiankowski 1993) . Work on the role of symmetry in mate choice has concentrated on fluctuating asymmetry, a particular kind of asymmetry supposedly generated by small random deviations in the development of paired traits. One of the main reasons for the concentration on fluctuating asymmetry is the hypothesis that at the individual level it reflects condition and thus may signal useful information to others (Møller & Pomiankowski 1993) Several studies have shown that mate choice is sensitive to the degree of fluctuating asymmetry (Møller & Swaddle 1997) . The best known example of this is Møller's work on tail feather asymmetry in the barn swallow, Hirundo rustica, which showed that asymmetry and trait size had independent effects on mate choice (Møller 1992) . A few studies of model systems have confirmed that females use symmetry per se in their mate choice (Swaddle & Cuthill 1994a; Bennett et al. 1996) and that they can detect natural levels of asymmetry (Swaddle & Cuthill 1994b) . The amount of individual fluctuating asymmetry, even in sexual traits, however, is usually extremely small and it is hard to imagine that such differences can often be used directly in mate-choice decisions.
Here we investigate a further, more gross, form of asymmetry which we call spot asymmetry. The Trinidadian guppy, Poecilia reticulata, shows variation in colour pattern on each side. This variation can be measured in terms of differences in the total area of each colour or the number of spots into which colours are concentrated. Asymmetry at the level of spot area is a typical example of fluctuating asymmetry in a metric character, being normally distributed about a mean of zero (Brooks & Caithness 1995b; Sheridan & Pomiankowski, in press) . Asymmetry at the level of spot number, however, less obviously fits this pattern. Whole spots are frequently missing from one side, they can be located in different positions on either side or be broken into several smaller spots on one side. This meristic variation in spot number typically does not follow a normal distribution (Sheridan & Pomiankowski, in press), although it might do in large samples. Both forms of asymmetry can be considered as forms of developmental instability (Møller & Swaddle 1997) .
Asymmetry at the level of spot number is very obvious to the human observer and is, in this respect, similar to the order of asymmetry created
